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One of the first legislative acts of the new Government was
to take steps to restore the trade unions to the position which
they had held before the House of Lords in the Taff Vale case had
held them liable to actions for tort. Every Liberal candidate had
pledged himself to such a course, but there was less harmony of
opinion as to the method to be adopted and the degree to which
it was to be pursued.

There were two main alternatives, the first to confer upon
trade unions an immunity from tortious acts which would in
effect give them a privileged position in relation to the law such
as was enjoyed by no other individual or body, the second to extend
to them the provisions of the existing law as regards agency by
making their funds liable to damages only for such tortious acts
as could be proved to have been done with the authority of their
responsible officials.

The setond alternative was that preferred by Rufus Isaacs,
indeed by legal opinion in general, and a bill framed upon those
lines was accordingly introduced by Lawson Walton as Attorney-
General in March, 1906.

But the other school of thought had champions in the House
who, though numerically few, were in the strong position of being
in the closest touch with organized labour and able to influence an
alarming number of votes. For the result of the General Election
had not merely been a manifestation of discontent with the late
Government but a portent of the rise of a new and still incalcul-
able force. In the new Parliament the Labour Party had made
its first appearance, and it gave early evidence of its power by
creating in alliance with the more radical element among the
Liberals a violent opposition to the Government measure and by
introducing a private member's bill of its own based upon the
doctrine of complete immunity.

The Prime Minister was accordingly faced with the necessity
for deciding whether to continue with his own bill and risk in-
curring the enmity of a section of his followers, small inside the
House but very numerous throughout the country, or to jettison
his bill in favour of the unofficial proposals in the hope that his
more disciplined supporters would accept the change. He decided
to allow the tail to wag the dog and to advise the House to vote
for the second reading of the Labour Party's bill, which was
thereby accepted in principle, a new Government bill being
hurriedly drafted and introduced in April on lines not dissimilar
from the private member's bill which it was designed to super-
sede.

Rufus Isaacs took part in the debate on the second reading